PAINTINGS
Steer ever got on free speaking terms with a man whose tight-lipped taci-
turnity could excel his own: the sittings must have passed in silence or
even sleep. The sitter always described his portrait as 'The Blue Boy*, but
it is a good one. Tonks also was disconcerted when Ker sat as a guest at
his dinner-table without a word, but had a rapturous revulsion when he
was treated, as the Professor's guest, to a week-end at All Souls.
Commissioned portraits occupied more of Steer's studio hours than I
had realised: he did not display them. He perhaps felt that in the elabora-
tion of some among them he had indulged himself at the expense of first
and better impulses. Two accounts of the pains that went to the design
and revision of such works I am allowed to give. First, from Sir Kenneth
Clark:
I went to see Steer when I was at school. I had been given some money by my
parents, and my first thought was to go and buy one of his pictures. I got an intro-
duction to him from Charles Sims, who was a friend of the family and gave me occa-
sional lessons in painting. All this must have been in 1919 or 1920. Steer was rather
put out by this unusual visitor, and we had a, for me, somewhat embarrassing inter-
view. He said he had nothing at all which he could offer me, although he afterwards
relented and produced the Nude of a very fat girl seen fiom behind which is now in
the Tate and did not appeal to me, as well as being somewhat beyond my purse. I was
bitterly disappointed, but at the time genuinely supposed that Steer had no pictures
there. I afterwards realised that his back room was full of pictures, including a number
of small sketches of exacdy the kind which would have gkddened my heart; and I
have often, speculated on the strange combination of laziness and defensive machinery
which led him to send me away empty-handed.
After my marriage, when we came back fiom Italy, I wanted to have Jane painted,
and although I knew that Steer was by no means always successful as a portrait
painter, he was so much better an artist than anyone else I thought we might take the
risk. I forget who it was re-introduced us; perhaps Tonks, whom I used to meet at the
Burlington Fine Arts Club. Steer was rather less alarmed at the appearance of two
young people than he had been by a school boy, but he looked with dismay at Jane,
who at the rime wore her hair in an Eton crop, and said *I am afraid there is nothing
to paint*. However, he finally agreed to do so, consoled by the sight of a yellow sflk
dress with a full skirt He began a small oil sketch, which after a few sittings became
extremely beautiful, and on the basis of this he was about to start on a large picture
when by an evil chance Tonks persuaded him to finish up the sketch. I suppose the
idea appealed to Steer's natural laziness, although as a matter of fact it involved him in
an immense amount of work. At this rime Tonks was himself painting his small con-
versation pieces. The scale and manner suited him, but I doubt if it would ever have
silked Steer, and lie set himself an impossible taskindyingtotumapidturecdnceived
as a sketch for something large into a finished miniature. He certainly took immense
pains. Sitting^ went on for over a year. The yellow dress got very dirty, in spite of the
feet that it was carefully folded up by Ho after each sitting and most conscientiously
aired in the kitchen before Jane came in the morning. Steer might have stopped paint-
ing the picture at any time during the year, and it would have been as good a$ it is